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On resiliencei 
 
Resilience is everywhere! It is gaining a growing popularity in the academic writings, 
policy debates and every day conversations. It has come to define the theme of one the 
largest gathering of planning academics, the 2013 joint AESP/ACSP Congress in Dublin. 
Resilience is increasingly seen as the ‘be-all and end-all’ remedy for coping with the 
current state of flux and the heightened uncertainties of our times. And yet, it is not 
quite clear what it means and what type of resilience is advocated by the myriads of 
resilience-building reports and activities. Does this elasticity and overuse mean that 
resilience is just an empty signifier? Or, is it indeed a useful concept for planning? I 
believe it is, but only if we use it with our eyes open-wide, and if we bring to the fore the 
implicit values that underpin resilience when it is used in planning. As a first step 
towards that, it is useful to unpick the concept to see where it comes from, how it has 
evolved, and what it can offer to planning.  
 
Resilience comes from the Latin word resilire; meaning to spring back. Early references 
to resilience were made largely by the physical scientists and engineers for whom a key 
objective for creating a fail-safe design is to increase the stability and resistance of their 
products (such as a bridge) to external shocks. The emphasis in this engineering 
resilience is, therefore, on the resistance to disturbance and the speed by which the 
system snaps back. The aim is to reduce: the probability of system failure, the 
consequences from system failure, the time to recovery, and the use of redundant 
capacity in the event of partial failure.  
 
In the 1960s, ecologists began to expand the meaning of resilience by putting the 
emphasis not so much on resistance and how long it takes for the system to bounce 
back, but on adaptability and how much disturbance the system can take and stays 
within critical thresholds. They called this ecological resilience. Among the pioneers was 
the Canadian theoretical ecologist, Crawford Stanley Holling, who is widely recognised as 
the founding father of resilience thinking.  The main difference between the engineering 
and ecological resilience is that the former assumes the existence of a single equilibrium 
to which the system may bounce back, while the latter assumes the existence of multiple 
equilibria to which the system may bounce forth. Both, however, subscribe to equilibrium 
in systems, in much the same way as the modernist planning, manifested for example in 
the Charter of Athens, considered a ‘good’ city as being in ‘a state of equilibrium among 
all its respective functions’. Any departures from this steady-state were considered 
undesirable and in need of correction through the command and control power of the 
plan. This outmoded systems theory, which dominated planning thoughts and practices 
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in the 1960s and 1970s, has remained influential to date. In the context of resilience 
thinking, the illusive equilibrium is often interpreted as ‘normal’ to which resilient 
systems - be it ecosystem, urban systems or social systems- are expected to bounce 
back to.  
 
The third type of resilience is evolutionary resilience which challenges the whole idea of 
equilibrium and is based on the understanding of the world as chaotic, complex, 
uncertain, and inherently unpredictable. It suggests that the very nature of systems may 
change over time with or without external shocks. It sets the resilience of a system in 
the context of the evolution of that system which is non-linear and self-organising. This 
evolutionary process happens in a series of nested adaptive cycles with complex spatial 
and temporal feedbacks and interactions. The contributions of the Stockholm-based 
Resilience Alliance and scholars such as Carl Folke and Lance Gunderson have been 
particularly significant in developing better understanding of this type of resilience. They 
have suggested that changes in the structure and functions of a system follow four 
distinct phases, namely: exploitation or growth, conservation, release or creative 
destruction, and reorganisation. This implies that as systems mature and become 
relatively stable, their resilience reduces and they become vulnerable to disturbances; 
and when systems collapse, a window of opportunity opens up for alternative trajectory. 
The creative destruction phase is, therefore, a time of greatest uncertainty yet high 
resilience. It is a time of innovation with a high transformative potential.  
 
Evolutionary resilience thinking challenges planning’s traditional focus on the fixities of 
Euclidean absolute space and advocates an emphasis on the fluidities of Leibnitzean 
relational space. It urges planners to focus not so much on order and certainty, but on 
connectivity and contingency, and on seeking opportunities out of crises. According to 
this perspective, resilience is not a fixed asset, property or character that people or 
places have, or have not. It is a continually evolving and fluctuating process. It is not a 
being but a becoming. The evolutionary resilience broadens the other two types of 
resilience to incorporate the dynamic interplay of persistence, adaptability and 
transformability across multiple scales and timeframes. What the transformability 
dimension adds to adaptability is the possibilities: of creating untried beginnings from 
which new trajectories can evolve; of breaking away from, rather than bouncing back to, 
undesirable ‘normals’ which people and places are sometimes trapped in. In the social 
context, the outcome of this interplay can be influenced by human intervention, 
preparedness and planning. However, quite often planning activities are narrowly 
focused: on responding to sudden shocks rather than slow burns; on emergency 
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planning and disaster risk management rather than long term capacity building; and on 
identifying vulnerabilities rather than seeking transformative opportunities.     
 
Evolutionary resilience amplifies what complexity theory and interpretive planning have 
long advocated and as such, it is a welcome addition to planners’ discursive repertoire, 
but only if they tread carefully and maintain a critical perspective in relation to questions 
of: definition, power, politics, justice, and fairness. It is important to recognise that 
resilience is a value-laden and contested concept especially when it is used in relation to 
individuals, communities and societies. We cannot adopt it without addressing critical 
questions such as: what is the boundary of the system; who defines resilience; resilience 
against what disturbance and to what end; who loses and who gains from resilience 
building; and, resilience for whom and under what conditions?   
 
While the planning community benefits from engaging with concepts such as resilience 
that are rooted in other disciplines, this should not lead to subscribing to them 
uncritically.  
 
 
Simin Davoudi 
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